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Haitian President Rene Preval's latest attempts to name a new prime minister have been blocked
in parliament, where leaders of the majority coalition Organisation Politique Lavalas (OPL) and
opposition parties demand substantial concessions in exchange for backing any nominee. With no
end to the impasse in sight, on Oct. 20 former prime minister Rosny Smarth, who resigned from his
post in June, refused to continue managing the state's day-to-day operations.
As the crisis deepened, US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright visited Haiti in late October in an
attempt to nudge the executive and the legislature into a compromise. Haiti has been without a fully
functioning executive since Smarth resigned on June 9 (see NotiCen, 06/12/97).
At that time, Smarth agreed to stay on as head of a caretaker government, meaning that he and
the 14 ministers in his cabinet continued to administer the daily business of state, but they were
constitutionally forbidden to make any new initiatives, such as presenting legislation to parliament
or signing foreign aid agreements.
Consequently, most government economic programs are paralyzed because hundreds of millions of
dollars in foreign aid are now frozen pending a resolution to the crisis. In addition, no government
budget for the new fiscal year, which began in September, has been submitted to the legislature
for review. Political crisis undermining economic recovery The political crisis is undermining the
fledgling economic recovery that began after the US intervened in September 1994 to oust the de
facto military government and reinstate former president Jean Bertrand Aristide. Aristide had been
overthrown in a coup d'etat in 1991, and during three years of military rule from 1991-1994, the
economy contracted by nearly 27%, largely because of the international embargo that was imposed
to force the military government to step down.
In 1995 and 1996, the economy began to rebound, albeit moderately, with 3.5% and 2.9% growth
rates, respectively. And this year, the government had expected a 4.5% increase in GDP.
Nevertheless, officials now predict a negative growth rate by year-end. Little new private investment
is flowing into Haiti, largely because of the political crisis. Few new jobs are being created, and
unemployment continues to affect about 80% of the economically active population. Given the
ongoing crisis, violent crime remains pervasive, especially in the capital and other urban areas,
making foreign investors even more reluctant to risk their capital.
"The country is paralyzed," one foreign diplomat told The Miami Herald. "Nothing is happening.
Nothing is going forward. People are very frustrated. The country is missing a golden opportunity.
If it goes on for another year and no development takes place, there will be a social revolt." Feud
between pro- and anti-Aristide forces prolongs crisis Despite the country's near paralysis, the
executive and the legislature have been unable to agree on a new prime minister to replace Smarth.
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The impasse is fueled both by the fractious nature of parliament and by a power struggle between
parliamentary forces who support ex-president Aristide and those who oppose the former president.
The legislature is also severely divided regarding the economic modernization program begun by
Smarth's Cabinet. The reforms which include privatization of nine key state firms, plus a series of
government austerity measures generated broad grassroots opposition during the first half of this
year, which contributed to Smarth's decision to resign (see NotiCen, 01/30/97 and 05/29/97). Most
independent parties in the legislature oppose the reforms. Even the governing OPL a coalition of
three parties has been divided over the program. The coalition, which brought President Preval
to office and supported his nomination of Smarth in 1996, controls the Senate and has a majority
of seats in the Chamber of Deputies, although it does not control the lower house. But the OPL's
ongoing support for Smarth's structural adjustment program led pro-Aristide forces to split from
the OPL in November 1996, at which time Aristide launched Fanmi Lavalas as a new, rival party (see
NotiSur, 11/08/96).
The disagreements over economic reform have made the appointment of a new prime minister
extremely difficult, because the nominee must present his proposed program to parliament before
being approved for the post. Most parties in the legislature including the OPL want their views
taken into account, which range from outright opposition to continuing Smarth's program to
moderate proposals for a modification of the reform agenda. These disputes are aggravated by a
conflict that followed the April 6 municipal and legislative elections, which contested nine of the
Senate's 27 seats, plus hundreds of municipal councils around the country. Haiti's Provisional
Electoral Council (CEP) awarded two of the Senate seats to candidates allied with ex-president
Aristide, with the remaining seats to be contested in a runoff vote.
But the OPL with firm backing from foreign observer delegations has accused the CEP, which is
controlled by Aristide loyalists, of committing fraud in the first round to favor Aristide forces (see
NotiCen, 04/17/97 and 07/31/97). The OPL demands that President Preval annul the first round
of elections and dissolve the CEP as a prerequisite for its support of any new nominee for prime
minister. So far, Preval has refused, arguing that the CEP is an independent body and he lacks such
authority. The OPL, however, believes that Preval who was Aristide's handpicked successor remains
loyal to the ex- president, who is trying to wrest control of the Senate from the OPL, while stacking
municipal councils around the country with his allies.
In addition, Aristide allegedly hopes to improve his chances for re-election in the year 2000 by
maintaining the current makeup of the CEP. Parliament rejects Preval's choice for prime minister
Against this backdrop, in late August the Chamber of Deputies overwhelmingly rejected Eric
Pierre, Preval's choice to replace Smarth. Pierre, who is Haiti's representative to the Inter-American
Development Bank, is a staunch supporter of the structural adjustment program. In his appeal
for confirmation, Pierre told legislators he would be willing to negotiate some modifications. "The
economic program is not the Bible," said Pierre. "There is room for improvement in any program."
But he adamantly defended the program's basic tenets, and said his goal as prime minister would be
to speed up implementation of reforms. "We need to move forward with economic reforms, and we
need to do so at an accelerated rate," said Pierre. That, combined with Preval's refusal to annul the
April elections and dissolve the CEP, doomed Pierre's nomination from the start.
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In mid-September, Preval opened negotiations with the OPL and other legislative parties regarding
other potential nominees, but the talks have led nowhere. In mid- October, a bloc of 20 legislators
opposed to the structural adjustment program said they would boycott the negotiations unless
the government made concessions. Given the impasse, on Oct. 20, Smarth decided to withdraw as
head of the caretaker government, further aggravating the crisis. In addition, he appealed to his 14
cabinet ministers to cease work as well, although the ministers have yet to respond. "Today I have
decided to stop handling the day-to-day business of the government," said Smarth in a public letter.
"Negotiations for a successor have not borne fruit, and I have become a prisoner of people with little
vision, more interested in their own interests than those of the country."

US Secretary of State urges compromise
The ongoing crisis in Haiti has motivated the US government to take an active role in efforts to
resolve the situation. Until recently, President Bill Clinton's administration had touted the US
intervention in Haiti as a foreign policy success that restored democracy to the country. But given
the Haitian government's paralysis and the inability to reactivate the economy, the US is fearful that
social instability will grow, threatening a new exodus of refugees to the US and undermining the
progress achieved since 1994.
The US is particularly concerned because the UN peacekeeping mission is scheduled to pull out of
the country on Nov. 30, and diplomats fear an increase in common crime and political violence. In
an effort to promote a compromise, on Oct. 17 Madeleine Albright visited the country, where she
met with Preval, members of parliament, and business leaders. "The secretary's visit is intended
to demonstrate our continuing interest in Haiti and our support for Haiti's efforts to develop a
democratic society and to reconstruct its economy," said James Rubin, Albright's spokesperson.
"Obviously Haiti is one of our big successes. But there are challenges that remain there." During
her visit, Albright implored all sides to show flexibility and work toward compromise. "The arm of
compromise makes up the very essence of democracy," said Albright in a public statement. "Haiti
has gone on too long with a government that is paralyzed. The political parties must ask themselves
not what is good for them, but what is good for their country."
Clearly, Albright's visit brought more pressure to bear on all sides. However, her staunch support
for the structural adjustment program may undermine the goal of encouraging compromise among
deputies in parliament, many of whom may well regard the secretary's visit as foreign intervention
in the country's internal affairs. "We view the effort to modernize state firms very favorably," said
Albright of the privatization program. "The economic reforms proposed by President Preval are
essential. We do not want to tell Haitians how they should run their affairs, but for the moment, the
proposed reforms are a good start." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 07/26/97, 10/07/97; Spanish news
service EFE, 09/19/97, 10/17/97; Notimex, 09/04/97, 09/07/97, 09/17/97, 09/23/97, 10/17/97, 10/18/97;
Miami Herald, 08/03/97, 08/13/97, 10/17/97, 10/18/97, 10/20/97; Associated Press, 08/09/97, 08/18/97,
08/22/97, 08/26/97, 09/28/97, 10/14/97, 10/15/97, 10/17/97, 10/20/97; Reuter, 08/08/97, 08/10/97,
08/21/97, 08/27/97, 10/14/97, 10/17/97, 10/21/97]
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